BEO WULF
we do not mind an appearance of somewhat illogical patch-
work. The English', I read in to-day's New York Tims, 'are not
doctrinaires, driven ahead by their own logic. They will resist
each logical inference as it arises, will deny that it is logical at all,
or that, even if it is, it is binding upon free-born and individual-
istic Britons.' If this characteristic be indeed peculiarly English,
it is interesting to see it at work in the Seventh Century,
simultaneously in the North and in the South of England, in
settling the quarrel between the orthodox cleric and the
minstrel at the crossroads.
Of course, in many other places and ages, the vernacular has
been used for religious purposes. What is remarkable about the
Old English religious poetry (and the Old Saxon which was
imitated from it) is this: that the metre, tricks of style, even the
very ethical standpoint of the old war-songs are all pressed into
the service of the Christian religion with a magnificent reckless-
ness:
Whither shall we go, if we betray thee, lordless, sad in mood,
worthless, our virtue gone? In every land shall we be hated,
despised among the folk, when the children of men, the
valiant ones, make reckoning which of them ever best served
his lord at the war, when on the field of battle hand and
shield endured hardship in the struggle, smitten by the
sword.
It is with these words that, in the Old English Andreas, the
disciples of St. Andrew refuse to desert their master when
bound on a rather desperate missionary journey to the land
of the cannibals.
Now it seems clear that Beowulf was written under the
influence of this vernacular Christian poetry. It may have
been inspired by lost works of Caedmon and of Aldhelm.
At any rate, there are striking points of verbal resemblance
between Beowulf and the Christian poems of the school of
Caedmon. And the whole spirit of Beowulf is Christian. It looks
as if some man, by no means convinced that there is nothing
'in common between Ingeld and Christ', had set to work to
write a poem which should bring in the great heroes of
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